University of Wollongong

Research Online
University of Wollongong Thesis Collection
1954-2016

University of Wollongong Thesis Collections

2007

Separate but equal? The enduring appeal of the single-sex public high
schools of New South Wales
Fiona Jane Mueller
University of Wollongong
Follow this and additional works at: https://ro.uow.edu.au/theses
University of Wollongong
Copyright Warning
You may print or download ONE copy of this document for the purpose of your own research or study. The University
does not authorise you to copy, communicate or otherwise make available electronically to any other person any
copyright material contained on this site.
You are reminded of the following: This work is copyright. Apart from any use permitted under the Copyright Act
1968, no part of this work may be reproduced by any process, nor may any other exclusive right be exercised,
without the permission of the author. Copyright owners are entitled to take legal action against persons who infringe
their copyright. A reproduction of material that is protected by copyright may be a copyright infringement. A court
may impose penalties and award damages in relation to offences and infringements relating to copyright material.
Higher penalties may apply, and higher damages may be awarded, for offences and infringements involving the
conversion of material into digital or electronic form.
Unless otherwise indicated, the views expressed in this thesis are those of the author and do not necessarily
represent the views of the University of Wollongong.

Recommended Citation
Mueller, Fiona, Jane, Separate but equal? The enduring appeal of the single-sex public high schools of
New South Wales, PhD thesis, Faculty of Education, University of Wollongong, 2007. http://ro.uow.edu.au/
theses/685

Research Online is the open access institutional repository for the University of Wollongong. For further information
contact the UOW Library: research-pubs@uow.edu.au

SEPARATE BUT EQUAL?
THE ENDURING APPEAL
OF THE
SINGLE-SEX PUBLIC HIGH SCHOOLS
OF
NEW SOUTH WALES

A thesis submitted in fulfillment of the
requirements for the award of the degree

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

from

UNIVERSITY OF WOLLONGONG

by

FIONA JANE MUELLER
BA DipEd MEd

FACULTY OF EDUCATION
2007

Thesis certification
I, Fiona Jane Mueller, declare that this thesis, submitted in fulfillment of the requirements
for the award of Doctor of Philosophy, in the Faculty of Education, University of
Wollongong, is wholly my own work unless otherwise referenced or acknowledged. The
document has not been submitted for qualifications at any other academic institution.

Fiona Jane Mueller
.................................................................
Date:

..................................................

Contents
List of tables............................................................................................................................ i
List of figures ......................................................................................................................... ii
Abstract ................................................................................................................................. iii
Acknowledgments.................................................................................................................. v
1
Introduction...................................................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
1.1
The enduring appeal of the New South Wales single-sex public high schools
Error! Bookmark not defined.
1.2
The single-sex alternative in New South Wales public education............ Error!
Bookmark not defined.
1.3
Single-sex public education in the United States and England................. Error!
Bookmark not defined.
1.4
Single-sex schools in the private sector ............Error! Bookmark not defined.
1.4.1
Studies of single-sex private schools ........Error! Bookmark not defined.
1.5
Categories of studies of single-sex schools.......Error! Bookmark not defined.
1.5.1
Curriculum choices and academic achievement ..... Error! Bookmark not
defined.
1.5.2
Student self-concept and attitudes towards school.. Error! Bookmark not
defined.
1.6
Significance of the study...................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
1.7
Background to the research project...................Error! Bookmark not defined.
1.7.1
Personal experience in New South Wales single-sex schools .......... Error!
Bookmark not defined.
1.7.2
Teaching practice and policy changes.......Error! Bookmark not defined.
1.8
Overview of the research project ......................Error! Bookmark not defined.
1.9
A guide to reading the thesis............................Error! Bookmark not defined.
2
Methodology .................................................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
2.1
Introduction.......................................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
2.2
Method ..............................................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
2.3
Data collection ..................................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
2.3.1
Archival data .............................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
2.3.2
Interviews with historical informants........Error! Bookmark not defined.
2.3.3
The schools ...............................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
2.4
Data analysis .....................................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
2.4.1
Analysis of interviews...............................Error! Bookmark not defined.
3
The origins of the New South Wales single-sex public schools Error! Bookmark not
defined.
3.1
Introduction.......................................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
3.2
1788: Colonial schools......................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
3.3
1848: The early state schools ............................Error! Bookmark not defined.
3.3.1
Rationalising education across the state....Error! Bookmark not defined.
3.4
1880: The Public instruction Act ......................Error! Bookmark not defined.
3.5
1883: The first government high schools..........Error! Bookmark not defined.
3.6
1911: The expansion of secondary schooling ...Error! Bookmark not defined.
3.7
1950s: Academic and non-academic pathways.Error! Bookmark not defined.
3.8
1960s: The transition to coeducation ................Error! Bookmark not defined.

4
A critical era in New South Wales single-sex public education Error! Bookmark not
defined.
4.1
Introduction.......................................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
4.2
Identifying a critical era in single-sex education ............ Error! Bookmark not
defined.
4.2.1
Policy-making during a critical era ...........Error! Bookmark not defined.
4.2.2
A critical era for New South Wales single-sex school communities Error!
Bookmark not defined.
4.2.3
A critical era in England and Wales..........Error! Bookmark not defined.
4.3
Research and single-sex education policy.........Error! Bookmark not defined.
4.4
Changing assumptions about gender and education ....... Error! Bookmark not
defined.
4.4.1
Policy pragmatism.....................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
5
The single-sex public high schools of New South Wales: a contemporary context
Error! Bookmark not defined.
5.1
Introduction.......................................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
5.2
Single-sex schools as part of the New South Wales public school provision
Error! Bookmark not defined.
5.3
Aspects of the current context of New South Wales public education .... Error!
Bookmark not defined.
5.3.1
The ‘neighbourhood comprehensive’ school .......... Error! Bookmark not
defined.
5.4
The ideology of school choice ..........................Error! Bookmark not defined.
5.4.1
Consumer behaviour in the education marketplace Error! Bookmark not
defined.
5.4.2
Residualisation ..........................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
5.5
The response of the public system to market pressures .. Error! Bookmark not
defined.
5.5.1
Devolving responsibility to schools ..........Error! Bookmark not defined.
5.6
The single-sex schools within contemporary education discourse ........... Error!
Bookmark not defined.
5.6.1
Equity discourse and the single-sex schools ........... Error! Bookmark not
defined.
5.7
Discussion .........................................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
6
The single-sex comprehensive schools .........................Error! Bookmark not defined.
6.1
Introduction.......................................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
6.2
A sample of single-sex comprehensive schoolsError! Bookmark not defined.
6.3
Enrolment trends in all-boys’ and all-girls’ public schools ...Error! Bookmark
not defined.
6.3.1
Choosing for boys’ and girls’ schools.......Error! Bookmark not defined.
6.4
A hierarchy of schools ......................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
6.5
A ‘special something’ in public education........Error! Bookmark not defined.
6.6
Marketing the single-sex alternative .................Error! Bookmark not defined.
6.6.1
Marketing semiology ................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
6.7
Discussion .........................................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
7
The single-sex Arabic-speaking Muslim schools .........Error! Bookmark not defined.
7.1
Introduction.......................................................Error! Bookmark not defined.

7.2
Single-sex education for disadvantaged students............ Error! Bookmark not
defined.
7.3
Identifying the disadvantaged ASM schools.....Error! Bookmark not defined.
7.3.1
Origins and characteristics of the disadvantaged ASM school populations
...................................................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
7.4
Evolution of the ASM schools ..........................Error! Bookmark not defined.
7.5
Political concessions to socio-cultural shifts.....Error! Bookmark not defined.
7.6
Marketing challenges for the disadvantaged ASM schools ...Error! Bookmark
not defined.
7.6.1
The semiology of marketing the disadvantaged ASM schools......... Error!
Bookmark not defined.
7.7
Discussion .........................................................Error! Bookmark not defined.

8

The single-sex selective schools ...................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
8.1
Introduction.......................................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
8.2
The historically controversial nature of selectivity......... Error! Bookmark not
defined.
8.3
Consumer access to single-sex selective schools............ Error! Bookmark not
defined.
8.4
A sample of single-sex selective schools ..........Error! Bookmark not defined.
8.4.1
The single-sex selective school populations ........... Error! Bookmark not
defined.
8.4.2
Perceptions of educational advantage .......Error! Bookmark not defined.
8.5
How the single-sex selective schools construct their appeal .Error! Bookmark
not defined.
8.5.1
Marketing exclusivity ...............................Error! Bookmark not defined.
8.5.2
The selective school ethic of care .............Error! Bookmark not defined.
8.5.3
Putting like minds together .......................Error! Bookmark not defined.
8.5.4
Gender equity in the absence of the other sex......... Error! Bookmark not
defined.
8.5.5
Rejection of non-academic influences ......Error! Bookmark not defined.
9.1
Introduction.......................................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
9.2
The findings of the study...................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
9.2.1
Which schools are they? ...........................Error! Bookmark not defined.
9.2.2
What sustains them?..................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
9.2.3
How do the schools fit into the provision of public education?........ Error!
Bookmark not defined.
9.2.4
What does the future look like for these schools?... Error! Bookmark not
defined.
List of References .................................................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
Appendix A:
The State’s Top 50 ....................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
Appendix B:
List of informants......................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
Appendix C:
Interviews with historical informants – guiding questions ............... Error!
Bookmark not defined.
Appendix D:
Interviews with principals – guiding questions....... Error! Bookmark not
defined.
Appendix E:
Establishment and closure dates of single-sex public high schools in New
South Wales ..............................................Error! Bookmark not defined.
Appendix F:
The single-sex public high schools of New South Wales ................. Error!
Bookmark not defined.

i

List of tables
1 – Introduction
Table 1.1 Single-sex schools in the DET regions ........................................................ 3

2 – Methodology
Table 2.1 – Types of NSW Government Secondary Schools ........................................ 44
Table 2.2 – Profiles of the principals ……………… ..................................................... 51

3 – The Origins of the New South Wales Single-Sex Public Schools
Table 3.1 – Single-sex schools established in 1913 ....................................................... 75
Table 3.2 – Single-sex schools established in Sydney and regional centres .................. 78

5 – The Single-Sex Public High Schools of New South Wales: A Contemporary
Context
Table 5.1 – Location of NSW single-sex public schools ............................................ 130

6 – The Single-Sex Comprehensive Schools
Table 6.1 – Seven school profiles .................................................................................. 172
Table 6.2 – Enrolments in boys’ and girls’ comprehensive schools .............................. 173
Table 6.3 – The semiology of marketing the single-sex comprehensive schools .......... 199

7 – The Single-Sex Arabic-speaking Muslim Schools
Table 7.1 – Single-sex schools in Western Sydney and South-Western Sydney ........... 218

8 – The Single-Sex Selective Schools
Table 8.1 – The single-sex selective schools ................................................................. 263
Table 8.2 – Location of the fully selective NSW public schools ................................... 264

ii

List of figures
1 – Introduction
Figure 1.1 – Single-sex public high schools in Australia ................................................. 2

4 – A Critical Era in New South Wales Single-Sex Public Education
Figure 4.1 –Single-sex government schools in operation between 1887 and 1992 ........ 102

5 – The Single-Sex Public High Schools of New South Wales: A Contemporary
Context
Figure 5.1 – Types of single-sex schools ....................................................................... 129

6 – The Single-Sex Comprehensive Schools
Figure 6.1 – Enrolments in single-sex comprehensive schools ..................................... 174

iii

Abstract
During the 1960s the government of New South Wales adopted a comprehensive,
coeducational model of schooling. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s dozens of boys’ and
girls’ public schools were closed, amalgamated or restructured as a result of new policy
commitments to equality of opportunity in education. Forty-six single-sex high schools
remain in the public provision today, less than half the original number. Of these, twentyfour are girls’ schools and twenty-two admit only boys. While one boys’ school is located
in a northern region of the state, the other forty-five are all to be found in the Sydney
metropolitan area.

The single-sex public high school provision in New South Wales constitutes an
Australian educational phenomenon. However, despite the unique nature and extent of
this provision in contemporary Australian public education, the schools attract little
mention in the research literature. Likewise, official education publications, particularly
those intended for consumers, provide few references to the single-sex option. In this
thesis, evidence is provided of the incomplete implementation of policies favouring the
coeducational, comprehensive model. The contention is that this reflects an unresolved
ideological tension between those who believe that educational equity can only be
delivered through identical provision and those who maintain that segregation of the
sexes can enable a more effective focus on the needs of male and female students, both
during secondary school and in preparation for the post-school world.

This project focuses on the surviving New South Wales single-sex public high schools as
a group left out of contemporary educational discourse. In seeking to understand their
enduring appeal for consumers, the following key questions guided the research:

•

Which schools are they?

•

What sustains them?

•

How do the schools fit into the provision of public education?

•

What does the future look like for these schools?

iv

A wide range of historical and contemporary informants, including former Ministers for
Education, senior bureaucrats and retired principals, together with participants from nine
single-sex public high schools, provided comprehensive data to answer these questions.
In the absence of a policy discourse that engages with the single-sex public school option,
this study examines the characteristics of these institutions, the basis for their enduring
appeal to consumers, and the strategies used by some to distinguish themselves in a
highly competitive education market.

Fiona Jane Mueller
July 2007
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